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CHAPTER ONE

“Taste this,” the cook said, plopping a spoonful of the concoction onto the mess kit of the big man standing before him.

“Okay.” The man spooned the glop into his mouth and chewed slowly, savoring every morsel, and licked his lips before swallowing. M-m-m…chipped beef on toast… “This sure is good shit on a shingle, Sarge.”

“Thanks Ryker,” Mess Sergeant Aloysius Bodine said, grinning at the scout for the Sixth Minnesota Regiment. “I kneaded the dough myself just this morning.”

“I need the dough every morning,” Ryker replied dryly.

“You’re so doggone clever, Ryker.”

“Yeah, I know.”

 “Since you missed the main mess call, being out on the trail until now like you were, I saved some back for you. The bread I baked myself. The creamed beef comes courtesy of the federal government. We got a shipment in here at Fort Snelling that was intended for the civil war detachments to the southeast.”

“How’d we get so lucky?”  Ryker asked.

“That’s a darn good question,” Bodine replied. “It was a mix-up in the order of the Quartermaster, I’m sure.”

“Well thank you, Quartermaster sir. Plop me another batch on the plate here, will you, Sarge?”

“Sure thing,” the cook said as he served up an ample helping to the scout.

      “You know, I think some day us army folk will be dining on pork shoulders and ham seasoned with salt and sugar and spices. What do you think of that, Al?”

“That’s awful fancy fare for a foot soldier. And how in the dickens would you keep it from spoiling?”

“I’d can it and call it Spam.” 

“Spam?”

“Yeah, that’s short for spiced ham. Spam!”

“Ryker, you’re dreaming again. Something like that would never work.”
“I suppose you’re right. But if anybody ever does come up with a way to preserve it, I hope they remember it was my idea first. I can make some big money off that invention.” 

 “When do you think we’ll be mustered to fight in Mister Lincoln’s war,” Bodine asked, changing to the more serious subject all the soldiers had on their minds. 

“We won’t escape it for long. I’m just itchin’ to take on them Johnny Rebs right now except for my folks up north. Us Minnesota boys could whup their butts in a few months, free their darkies, and have this civil war nonsense over and done with.”

“That’s right, you were born around these parts, weren’t you?”

“Yup, quite a bit north, up around the big lake Gittche-Goomie, the Indians call it. My pap ‘n mam still live up yonder along the north shore, though they’re up in years.”

“What they do way up there?”

“Fur traders. Ryker took another forkful of chipped beef then jabbed his fork at Bodine a few times while he chewed and swallowed. “See, my Pappy Oliver trapped and traded with Hudson’s Bay for many a year. He’s old now and got the rheumatiz. Just turned sixty, he did.”

“He’s sixty years old? By jingo, that’s downright ancient.”

“Yeah, he’s a fossil all right. Born back in ought-two, he was. He’s so danged old that he’s got moss growing on his north side. My mother Fawn is somewhat younger. Pureblooded Chippewa, she is. She was thirteen when I was hatched.”

“Probably both of them will go belly up before long.”

“Know it,” Ryker replied. “That would be the only reason I would want to hang around here instead of going off to war. Suspect any day now I’ll get a post that one of them is on their deathbed, and since I’m their only living next of kin, I’d like to be there when they croak.”

“Understandable, you sentimental fool, you. You know, Ryker, you ain’t exactly a spring chicken yourself.”

“Heck, I’m but forty-two,” Ryker said, pulling a flask from his boot and taking a swig. “Just hitting my prime.”

“Ain’t it a little early in the day to be sucking on them corn squeezings?
“What do you mean? It’s nigh onto ten o’clock for cripes sake!” 

The cook laughed. “Ryker, if you weren’t such a darn good scout, Colonel Crooks would have drummed you out of service a long time ago.”

“Well, growin’ up among the Ojibwe did help,” Ryker agreed. “I learned a lot about trackin’ from my Pappy Oliver and from hangin’ around with them. Speakin’ of Indians, I don’t like what I’m hearin’ from the Rez.”

“Ah, those dumbbells ain’t anything to fret about.”

“Don’t fool yourself Al.” They’re Dakotas. They’re warriors from old times, both on the Yellow Medicine and Redwood Agencies, and they’re not pleased with the government. Rations are slow in coming, they are sick and diseased, and they blame us for it. They think we stole their land and their hunting way of life and by cracky, they’re right about that.” Ryker shook his finger at the cook. “So don’t you fool yourself.”

“They don’t have the spunk to raise hell anymore,” the cook said, licking the chipped beef off his wooden spoon.  

“Some don’t but some do, like Little Crow, for instance. He never did cotton to us much in the first place and now I hear tell he’s been agitating amongst the tribes. He’s trouble.”

Bodine waved a fly away from the bowl of chipped beef. “Aw, you worry too much.” 

 “I hope you’re right Al, but I don’t think you are. I think one of these here fine days we’re going to find ourselves right in the middle of an Indian war the likes of which has never been seen. And if that happens, a lot of folks will end up dead both white and red.”

“Folks are dead both white and red.” Bodine snapped his fingers to the rhythm of the rhyme and grinned at Ryker. 

“You won’t think this is so doggone funny when you got a Dakota arrow sticking in your ear and you’re totin’ your scalp around in your pocket.” Ryker whisked his hand across his forehead. “I know Little Crow’s fed up to here with both the government and the army. And here’s something else for you to ponder -”
Commissary Sergeant William S. McCauly stepped out headquarters building with packages and letters in hand and interrupted Ryker when he yelled “Mail call!” 
“Think I’ll mosey on over there,” Ryker said. “I never get nothin’ but it sure is fun to see the young recruits get all excited when they get letters from their sweethearts.”

“You got a sweetheart, Ryker?”

“Just Big Faye, my girly friend in St. Paul. She dresses out about three hundred, but she’s comfortable and she’s always available when I am. She doesn’t write though. Never get a real letter from her although one time she posted me a perfumed hanky of hers. She swiped it across her ass most likely.”

“Ryker, you’re such a romantic devil that I can’t imagine why the women aren’t swarming all over you like flies in an outhouse.”

“I can’t figure it out neither.”

“Tobias Ryker!” Spying the scout moving toward him, the sergeant held out a letter. “This came in for you, Toby.”

“As I live and breathe,” Ryker whispered, taking the letter. He immediately recognized his mother’s fine handwriting on the envelope. 







        Mister Tobias Ryker



       


Fort Snelling, Minnesota
He put it protectively in his shirt pocket and moved off to the barracks where he headed straightaway for his bunk. Since he was alone, he carefully opened the envelope, fearing what was inside but half expecting it was word about his father. 
Dear Son Toby,

Your father is not well. He suffered apoplexy Sunday last and is not long for this world. Please come quickly. I pray you get here in time.













Your Mother, Fawn
Ryker drew a deep breath and sighed. He always knew such a letter would come, but now that he held it in his hand, it was still a shock because now it was real. At first his mind was a jumble of emotions as he thought of his family, of his childhood, of nothing in particular. Then his head began to clear and he knew he had to get authorization from his commanding officer to take leave for a period of time. Not knowing the course of his father’s medical condition, the duration could be considerable. He could take the old logging trails to Duluth and beyond by horseback, but he was still looking at several days’ hard ride. And what would he find at the end of the trail? Would Oliver still be alive? If so, would he linger? What would become of Fawn? Being the only child, all these thoughts weighed heavily upon him because he knew that he would now have to make decisions and find answers to family estate matters and maybe be tied down for a considerable time before he could return to military duty. Sighing again he pulled the flask from his boot, took a snort, adjusted his hat, stood up and headed toward the Fort Snelling post headquarters building. After hearing his story, his commander Colonel Crooks readily gave him his leave, saying as all was quiet in Minnesota and since he wasn’t expecting any more soldiers to be called up for civil war duty in the immediate future, to report back at his leisure.
“I’m sorry, but the storage bins are empty,” Indian Agent T. J. Galbraith said to the Dakota Indians milling around his office at the Yellow Medicine Agency on the river of the same name.  

“You promised us food,” Little Crow said. He motioned to those standing around him. “We are hungry. Our children are sick and starving. Some have died. Is this what you call honoring the terms of a treaty?”

“I know, I know,” Agent Galbraith replied. “I requisitioned supplies what… two, two and a half months ago, I think it was, and was assured it would be here by now. But there’s a war on, Little Crow. What do you expect me to do about it? I can’t multiply the loaves and the fishes like it says in the bible. I’m not God, and we are not a government priority.”

“Maybe we’ll just have to make it our priority to go out and hunt up some of the white man’s cattle,” Little Crow said.

“Don’t be foolish. That will buy you nothing but trouble from the settlers and from the government in Washington.”

“Oh? What will the government do? Come up here to Minnesota and spank us? They are too busy fighting your civil war, like you said, to give a hoot about us Indians.”

“Look, I think I can get some emergency supplies delivered up here from Mankato in three days,” the agent replied. “I’ll also check at the Redwood Agency and see if they can spare some rations to tide us over until then. I’ll ride down there yet today.”

“Do you have any food in your house?”

“Yes,” came the reply.

“Give it to us now,” Little Crow said. “Give us what you have.”

“I can’t do that because that food is for me. I’ll starve without it.”

“We couldn’t have that now, could we,” Little Crow said. “It’s okay to starve us Dakotas, but woe be it if the Indian Agent starves along with us.” He turned to the others and motioned to them. “Come on, we will get no food here today.”

Once out of sight of the Indian Agent’s residence, Little Crow gathered his henchmen around him. “Get what weapons you have. Tonight after dark, we’re going to raid some farms and butcher a couple of the white settlers’ beeves. That’s the only way we’ll see food anytime soon.”

Two hours later, Little Crow and a dozen warriors dressed for the hunt and wearing war paint stood around the campfires at the Yellow Medicine Agency. Under the cover of darkness they stole along the shoreline of the Yellow Medicine River downstream toward several homesteads located in an area known as Acton. En route they chanced upon several deer and shot two, which they quickly field dressed then stashed in nearby trees until their return. Proceeding on to the homesteads, they killed two young steers, quartering them and dragging the meat off with them. On the way back they chanced upon a milk cow that they stole, roped, and led into camp. There they danced the rest of the night away as the squaws cooked the meat on huge fires and all in camp feasted on the bounty of the hunt. 

Little Crow continued to badger Agent Galbraith, and the night raids also increased. The Indians ranged ever further from the agency and word passed among the various tribes of what was occurring. Little Crow developed a following among some of the bands, mostly others disgruntled with their mistreatment by the government. Factions developed within the Indian nations themselves with some wanting to go to war and some wishing to remain loyal to the government. To the latter, Little Crow held nothing but disdain.

“Hey, Galbraith, those Indians of yours have been looting our stock,” Morgan Wandersee, one of the irate homesteaders, said to the Indian Agent. They had congregated at his headquarters after the night raids had left several of them with losses. 

“I don’t have the firepower to contain them” Agent Galbraith replied. “I know they’re a problem, and I’m afraid it’s going to get worse,.” 

“Haven’t you been feeding them?” Walter Quiram said. “Are you selling their rations to the white folks like people have been saying?”
“I deny that. I can’t sell or distribute what I don’t have. Got in a partial shipment in last week and it was about a third of what was ordered. With the war on, that’s the way things are. We are not a priority for the government.”

“Who is going to pay for our dead livestock?” Walter asked.

Galbraith scratched his chin. “Submit a claim to me and I’ll pass it on up the line and see what I can do.”

“Washington is going to fart around until these Indians go on the warpath and folks start getting killed. Then what?” Clement Rasmussen said.

“I that happens, you can bet your bottom dollar I’ll be the first to make tracks to Fort Ridgely, Clem,” the agent replied. “And I suggest you and your families do the same thing. But I sure hope it doesn’t come down to that.”

“You’d better do more than hope,’ Rasmussen said. “It’s up to you to take care of these redskins. If you can’t handle the job maybe we need a new Indian Agent.”

Ryker sat with Fawn in the small kitchen in their cabin on the north shore of Lake Superior. “He bleeds some through his nose,” Fawn said. “At first there was blood in his eyes too, but it is gone now. He still bleeds through his nose though.”

“Probably relieving pressure in his head,” Ryker said. “That’s good.” Mother and son looked at each other, both knowing it wasn’t good at all. 

“Let’s go in the bedroom and see him,” Fawn said. “He is resting comfortably.”

“Easy, Pappy,” Ryker said after sitting next to Oliver Ryker’s deathbed. He offered his invalid father a sip of water from the grey graniteware dipper that rested in the pail of the same color. The elder Ryker was bedridden, had lost much weight, and was not taking food. 

“Toby, promise me you’ll take good care of Fawn,” Oliver managed to say with slow and slurred words that came from a face that hung to one side. “She’s been the world to me these past forty-three years.”

“Tell me again about you and Mama,” Ryker said, tears forming in his eyes. 

“Met her when I was fur trading with the Ojibwe, the Chippewa, they call them now. Gave three blankets and two skinning knives for her but she was worth all the blankets I had. She was but twelve when I bought her for my own and she bore you the next year.” He looked up at Fawn and reached out to her. “You have been all I ever could want in a wife and then some, my dear sweet Fawn.” She took his hand and he kissed it.

“You have been my life too,” Fawn said. She smiled as she watched her son gently wipe his father’s brow with a cool cloth. “I could not have wanted for more.”
“Toby, you got any whiskey on you?” Oliver said. “A man can die drinking nothing but pure water.”

“Sure, Pappy.” Ryker removed his flask.

Taking a healthy swig, Oliver said, “This tastes good. Must be Kentucky whiskey.”

“It sure is. Old Heaven Hill sippin’ whiskey.”

“A-ah, thought so.” Oliver slowly turned his face toward his son. “Toby, I hear the government isn’t doing right by the Indians. I hope you aren’t mixed up in that.”

“Well Pappy, I do what I can. There are problems on both sides but I try to be fair in my dealings with everybody.”

“Good, that’s good. Always remember you’re half Indian yourself even though you don’t look it with your red hair.”

“I will, Pappy. It’s mighty tough sometimes, but I will.” 

“Good, I know you will. You always were a good boy and minded your maw and paw.” Oliver looked his son over. “You’ve grown into a right stout lad, Toby.”

 “I’m a fatty-fatty-two-by-four, you mean,” Ryker said, chuckling. “Two hundred and seventy-eight pounds last time I stepped on the big platform scales at Fort Snelling’s granary. They feed us dang good in the cavalry.”

“I guess they do.”

“Big Faye, my lady friend in St. Paul, she thinks I got a big hinder. I told her a fellow can’t be expected to drive a spike with a tack hammer.”

“Big Faye?” Fawn looked at him quizzically. 

“Yeah, my girly friend. Faye Knutson is her name. She and I met at a church social at the cathedral in St. Paul. We take walks along the river and sometimes go out to eat at fancy restaurants. She and I trade poems back and forth.”

“Poems?”

“Yeah, in fact, I wrote her this one just the other day and told it to her while we were on a picnic.”

 



There was a young gal from St. Paul

 Who wore a newspaper dress to the ball 

 



Her dress caught on fire and burned her entire

 



Front page, news section, and all.

“I think it’s wonderful that you have a lady friend,” Fawn said, “although I can’t say much for your poems.”

“Well, it has a flow to it.”

“Iambic pentameter, Toby.”

“You are?” he said, winking at her. “And just how big is a pentameter anyway, Mama?”

Oliver squinted at his son. “Girly friend? Met her at the cathedral? Picnic? Toby, I’m sixty years old and I’ve seen it all, done it all and heard it all, but I can still spot a fib when I hear one. I think this Big Faye, if she exists, is a sporting woman. A lady of the evening.”

“Oliver!” Fawn said sharply. “We brought Toby up better than that. He wouldn’t engage in any hanky-panky with a loose woman like that, would you, Toby?”

“Um, why, of course not, Mama.” Ryker could feel himself blushing.

“There, see what you did, Oliver? You embarrassed him in his own home.” 

Oliver sighed. “Whatever you say, dearest.” He winked at Toby. “Don’t go on too many picnics, son.”

“I won’t, Pappy. Anyway, Big Faye, she calls me her lard ass soldier boy. It’s a term of endearment.”

“I wouldn’t say you’re fat, Toby,” Fawn said, patting his shoulders. “You’ve just always been a big-boned boy with a healthy appetite.”

“Thanks Mama, you are very kind.”

 “Speaking of eating,” Oliver added, “you should go ahead and butcher the shoat. After I go to the great fur trappers rendezvous in the clouds, folks will show up and they will be hungry.”

“Oh, there won’t be that many come,” Fawn said.

“Butcher the shoat.”

“Yes sir,” Ryker said. 

“Well, that’s about it then,” Oliver said. “When this apoplexy happened, I felt a ting go off in my head. Then I got numb in my legs and started talking funny. Have had several more tings since then. They don’t hurt much though.” He smiled at Ryker. “Think I’ll sleep now, son. Obliged you came to visit.” 

Oliver Ryker was a man who always planned out every detail throughout his long life. He now closed his eyes and fell into a deep slumber as there was nothing left for him to do. An hour later, his breathing ceased and his heart stopped and he joined his British ancestors across the Great Divide.

This was one of the few times that Fawn was wrong, for word of Oliver’s death spread quickly up and down the shores of Lake Superior. From miles around they came; trappers, traders, woodsmen, settlers, and even merchants from as far away as Duluth who knew Oliver Ryker as the reliable, trustworthy fur trader he had always been. The Chippewa too came in great abundance, setting up their tipis near the small cabin that Oliver and Fawn called home all these many years. 

Then the feasting began. Oliver was proven correct about the shoat. It was right to butcher it and roast it on the spit, and besides the pork, Ryker went out and hunted down a couple deer and bought a slaughtered half side of beef as well. All parties present reminisced about Oliver’s good life and his fine deeds, his fair dealings. No one actually mourned his death however, because after all, he was 60. They laid him out for a few days and toasted him night and day, then, before he got ripe, they buried him back of the house. Father Louis Bouvier, a French missionary serving the area, officiated at the services. All the ceremonies took eight days from the time Oliver Ryker closed his eyes for the last time. The day after that, Ryker paced the floor of the cabin. 

“Toby, you don’t have to stay here on my account,” Fawn said.

“But Pappy said I was to look out for you after he was gone.”

“I know what he said but don’t you fret over it,” she replied. “I plan to stay on here and can take care of myself just fine, thank you very much. I can hunt and shoot and am in fine health, and don’t forget that my people are nearby. Even though your father bought me, I am still Ojibwe; I’ve maintained contact with my tribe all these years and when the time comes, I have a place with them.”

“Mama, you would return to the tribe?”

“Yes, when the time comes. Maybe next year I will turn our assets over to the tribe and move with them onto the reservation.”

“I would feel better about that. It puts me in a tight thinking about you being alone.”

“You go on now. Go back to the military. That is your life. That is where you belong.”

“There is trouble brewin’ Mama, not only with Mister Lincoln’s war, but also with the Dakota warriors on our western border.” 

“They aren’t Dakotas, they’re Sioux, and they are savages,” Fawn said. “I never did like the Sioux. They aren’t so tough though. We pushed them out of northern Minnesota without much trouble.”

“Little Crow is stirring them up.”

“He is a heathen. His father was honorable, but Little Crow is not. He’s a lazy drunken excuse for a man.”

“Now Mama, remember what Pappy said. It ain’t all their doing.”

“Maybe not, but I don’t trust them, especially Little Crow. You be careful around him. If you can put a bullet in his head, do it.”

“Now Mama…”

“You are very tolerant just like your father. That is admirable, but it can also be dangerous this day in age. You’ve got to take care of yourself.”

“I will, Mama,” Ryker said, kissing her. “And I promise I’ll be better about writing to you.”

“That would be nice, but don’t make promises you cannot keep. Just keep me in your thoughts as I will you. That is enough. And if our paths happen to cross, it will be a cause to rejoice.”

“You are wise, Mama.” 

“Shush now and go,” Fawn said, turning away. “I don’t want you to remember your mother as a weeping old woman. Go on, scoot!”

Within the hour Ryker was packed, and after a final goodbye to Fawn, he headed south toward Duluth, and beyond, toward St. Paul on the Mississippi and Fort Snelling. It was the last time he would see his mother. Although neither said so, they both knew that.

CHAPTER TWO

Ryker gawked about him bewilderedly as he entered Fort Snelling. The place seemed so different. Many of the familiar faces were gone and several civilians roamed the grounds who looked like they’d come through a war themselves. He shook his head as he entered the post headquarters, stood at attention, and saluted Colonel Crooks. “Toby Ryker reporting back to duty, sir.”

“Ryker! Where the devil you been?” Crooks didn’t even bother to return the salute.

“Up to home. My Pappy Oliver died. You gave me my leave. Don’t you remember?”

“Vaguely, but it seems like you’ve been gone forever.”

“Only a month or so.”

“Well anyway, we’re up to our asses in Florida alligators here Ryker, and I’m glad you’re back. Little Crow and a thousand of his renegades are on the warpath, and they are looting and killing all along the southern and western borders. A courier came into St. Paul just this morning.”

“Little Crow…I might have known. I’ve been sayin’ right along that he’s trouble but nobody would listen.”

“We’re listening now. And I’m short-handed here, on top of everything else, since we got unexpected orders to deploy most of the regulars to the south to serve as reinforcements in the civil war. Little Crow knew how to time this perfectly.” Colonel Crooks motioned out the window. “Those civilians are some of the survivors. They keep straggling in off the prairie, and the stories they tell are horrible.”

“What you want me to do, sir?”

“Standby for further orders,” the officer replied. “Governor Ramsey approached Hank, ah, Henry Sibley today requesting he take command of the state forces in the field and launch a campaign against Little Crow. Sibley agreed and has been appointed to the rank of colonel and commander of the Indian expedition. He will need your services as will we all.” 

“Aye sir. Taking your leave,” Ryker said, stepping back and saluting.

“Fine. I knew I could count on you, Ryker.”

Ryker was later to hear from Colonel Sibley himself just how horrible the massacre of the previous day had been.

On the morning of Monday, August 18th, 1862, as if a volcano filled with lava and blood had suddenly discharged its contents upon the earth, the Sioux massacre burst upon the breast of Minnesota, terrific and unexampled, covering her soil with the blood of her children, and, amid horrors of devastation and death, spreading anguish and consternation on every side. The very hour when, dreaming of “Peace and Safety,” sudden destruction came. In that moment, when her citizens were congratulating each other at being so far removed from the scene of civil war, a merciless and furious enemy perfected a plan of marvelous secrecy, which, in an instant, let loose upon her unsuspecting settlers almost a thousand warriors of the most warlike of all the Indian tribes upon the continent, reveling in a carnival of indiscriminate and cruel butchery, killing men, women, and children, saving only girls of tender years, and comely females, to minister to their brutal appetites. Many of the young were ravished in presence of their dying parents, and in various instances the torch was applied to the dwellings in which the victims had met their fate, before they ceased to exist. From Otter Tail lake and Fort Abercrombie on the Red River, southwardly, to the Iowa border, a distance of two hundred miles, and, eastward, from Big Stone lake, on the western shore, to Forest City in Meeker county, an area of 20,000 square miles, embracing no less than eighteen counties with a population of 40,000 souls, the wild war whoop of the naked Indian, hideous in plumes and warpaint, the torch, the tomahawk, the scalping knife, the rifle, the arrow, and all the unchained passions of men insane with the desperation of revenge, asserted their fiendish supremacy.  Old men staggering to the ground beneath the dull thud the war club, Infants brought to an untimely birth, nailed to the door, or tossed to alight on the limbs of the thorn tree, women transfixed to the ground after abuse had exhausted itself, and young men stabbed to the heart, nameless atrocities to which “massacre itself were a mercy,” diversified the orgies of this carnival of hell, until the Moloch of cruelty and lust, glutted to satiety, could ask no more. Over this vast Aceldama, the sky, at night, was illumined with a lurid reflected glare from the conflagration of burning homes below. The flames subsiding here, was answered by flames ascending there. Homes, beautiful a moment ago, now sank out of sight, to their ashes, forever. The moan of the dying and shriek of the helpless filled the air. In a week, and mostly within forty-eight hours, 1,000 persons perished in excruciating pain, 2,000 more were maimed sufferers from the outrage, and 8,000, who before were comparatively well-to-do, were thrown, as paupers, on the charity of individuals, or on the bounty of the state. A stream of 30,000 fugitives rushed down the Minnesota valley, seeking protection in the interior towns of the state, or fleeing to the neighboring states, and even to their New England friends. Not less than $2,000,000 worth of property was destroyed in a belt of two hundred and fifty miles, and in ten counties nothing was left. What remained to testify to the indescribable barbarity and unsmothered hate of the savages, in their descent upon a peaceful and prosperous community, was a vision of widespread desolation, dotted with hundreds of dead bodies, strewn everywhere, unsepelchered, and rotting in the sun.

As a result of the horror, reason reeled in many cases, and for some who had seen this infliction of brutalities upon their household, nothing was left but stupification at first, mechanical motion next, and, at last, the maniac’s wild stare, and the maniac’s sad wail. 

“Colonel Sibley, I want to powwow with Little Crow,” Ryker said, standing across the desk from his new commanding officer at Fort Snelling.

“That’s very risky,” Sibley replied.

“For most, yes, but little Crow and I know one another from way back when times were better. I know he’ll let me into his camp and will release me again unharmed.”

“Ryker, I’ve heard tell you’re a good scout, but are you that good?” 

“Yup. Little Crow knows I’ll be honest with him and he knows I won’t try and trick him.” Ryker squinted at Sibley. “And that’s the truth. I won’t try to trick him. That’s not how I do things.”

“Okay, do what you can and try to find out where he is headed. If you can get him to release any prisoners, so much the better. Take your choice of mounts from the remuda.” 

“I’ll take my usual one, that big bay quarter horse I call Wino, and head out this evening. One of Little Crow’s sentries will spot me in no time and take me into camp.”

“As soon as I’m able, I’m conducting a forced march to St. Peter,” Sibley said. “Report there upon your return.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ryker underestimated how distant Little Crow’s camp was, for he ended up following a tributary of the river west for several miles before coming upon a sentry, and then it was he who spotted the sentry sitting astride an Appaloosa pony rather than the other way around. Not being able to resist the temptation to have a little fun, he sneaked up on the warrior and put his Bowie knife to the Indian’s throat. “Boo!” he said.

The warrior, startled, flinched and would have cut himself had the scout not moved his knife out of the way in time. His name was Dancing Bear and he and Ryker were acquainted also.

“For a great big fat man, you sure are quiet,” Dancing Bear said.

“Yeah, and for a sentry, you sure don’t pay very good attention to what’s going on around you.” Ryker sheathed his knife. “It’s important I talk to Little Crow. Can you take me into camp?”

“I suppose, but aren’t you afraid us big bad Indians will murder you?”

“I don’t think you will. You know I’m with the cavalry and you also know I’m scouting for them right now. But I’m still Toby Ryker and my word is still good as ever.”

“Tell you what, you got any tobacco on you?”

“Yup, I don’t smoke the stuff, but I know some of you fellows like it. This is regular tobacco though. It isn’t that loco weed that grows down by the river.”

“Are you sure you don’t have some weed on you? And I don’t mean peyote. That stuff makes me sick.”

“Nary a leaf. Like I said, I don’t use the stuff.”

“Just regular tobacco, huh? Shucks, you’re no fun.” Dancing Bear sighed. “Well, let’s have a smoke or two until midnight, then I’m going back to camp anyway to get some sleep. I’ll take you in.”

“Deal.”

They arrived at Little Crow’s camp at three in the morning, and except for sentries and a few men standing around the fires, the camp looked deserted. Ryker heard grunts and female cries coming from several of the tipis and knew that the warriors were raping the female hostages. He also knew he could do nothing about it. Dancing Bear took him directly to Little Crow’s tipi where the two exchanged greetings. The chieftain was quite drunk but recognized Ryker immediately. He offered the scout whiskey and Ryker took a few nips then they slept until sunrise.

“It has been a long time since you and I have spoken,” Little Crow said the next morning as he and Ryker stood by a fire and ate beef from a spit. 

“Several months. In fact, better than a year.” Ryker’s attention was drawn to a shrill cry from one of the tipis he heard screams emanate from last night. A naked white woman with blood running down her legs ran from the tipi with a warrior in pursuit. Ryker thought she looked like she had been pretty once. She appeared dazed and shrieked again, but just one time, for the warrior ended her life with a thud to the head from his war club. 

“She was about used up anyhow,” Little Crow said. He shouted to the warrior in their native Dakota, and the warrior grunted a reply and grabbed the woman by the arm and dragged her off into the weeds where the dogs and the vultures could feed upon her corpse.

“This will come to nothing, you know,” Ryker said.

“I know,” Little Crow replied. “I suppose you’ll tell the troops where I am.”

“That is my job, but heck, you’ve left such a wide trail that even a blind man could find you.”

Little Crow laughed. “We made quite a showing, didn’t we?”

“Why did you do it, Little Crow?”

“Because we are warriors and making war against our enemies is what we do. You know that. And you know that Washington hasn’t been fair with us. The treaty of Traverse des Sioux we signed in fifty-one isn’t worth the paper it is written on. We starve, we get disease, we have nothing, and it isn’t supposed to be this way. But thanks to Washington, this is what our lives have become.”

“I won’t try and defend Washington. The government hasn’t honored the treaties, but,” Ryker gestured around and toward the area where the woman’s corpse now lay, “what is this accomplishing?”

“It sure is getting everyone’s attention. And with your civil war on, your soldiers can’t stop us. There aren’t enough of them left in the state.” Little Crow leaned toward Ryker and whispered, “And the southerners and even the British are providing us with supplies. The more diversion we create, the better the south fares in the war.”

“But in the end, you know as well as I do that your way of life will never return. The old days are over. They are gone, Little Crow. You have to adapt to the world as it has become, for you cannot change it back as it was in your father’s time.”

“Maybe the old days are over, maybe not. Maybe Washington will give our lands back to us so we can hunt and fish once again.”

“Yeah, and maybe you will learn how to fly, but I doubt it.”

“You probably are right, Ryker, but what has been done cannot be undone, just as the lies in the treaties and the failed promises and the starvation and the plagues inflicted upon my people cannot be undone. At least, the mighty Dakota nation has taken a stand. We are a proud people who are not to be trifled with.”

“True, you have done that. I can’t support how you have accomplished it, but you have made Washington sit up and take notice.” Ryker arose. “I had best be getting back. Hank Sibley’s been appointed commander of the Indian Expedition, as they’re callin’ it nowadays, by Governor Ramsey. They made him a colonel. You remember Hank Sibley, don’t you?”

“Henry Hastings Sibley was the first governor of the state,” Little Crow said. “Was a friend to us Indians when he was a member of Congress. How ironic; now he is out to kill us.”

“Can you blame him after what’s happened?”

“Guess not. Massacres do tend to have their consequences.”

“He’s encamped at St. Peter now with what soldiers haven’t gone off to the civil war and what volunteers are mustering in to help stop your slaughter. Has a few cannon is all and some mounted cavalry, but most are on foot. But there’s more coming in to join the fight right along though. I wouldn’t advise you follow the river north.”

“Pretty well cut off up that way, huh?” 

“Along the river, yes.”

“It will be interesting to see how this plays out. The Dakota warriors, the mighty Dakota nation and all our allies who have been taken advantage of by Washington against the puny Minnesota settlers.”

“If I was a betting man, I’d bet on the Minnesota settlers, Little Crow.” Ryker’s piercing blue eyes were riveted to those of the Indian. “They may look like rag-tags, they may not have much to fight with, but no matter how you cut it, they are the future of this state and not the past like the Dakota warrior is.” 

Little Crow said nothing for a moment, just looked at Ryker and smiled then gazed off across the prairie.

“Whatever happened to Galbraith, the Indian Agent?” Ryker asked, changing the subject.

“He skedaddled to Fort Ridgely. He’s now Major Galbraith of the Renville Rangers. He’s fighting us too.” The Indian motioned to an aide and spoke in Dakota. The aide disappeared into a tipi and returned moments later with a young boy about ten years old. The lad appeared stunned.

“We took this one captive after killing off his parents and his brothers,” Little Crow said. “He was hiding in the cellar and watched it. We would’ve missed him but we ended up smoking him out when we set fire to the place. Brought him back here to camp to make sport with him and kill him too, but he is touched in the head. There is no pleasure in killing a crazy boy who can’t even scream. You can have him to take back to Colonel Sibley as a gift.”

Ryker approached the lad and put an arm around him. The boy flinched at the touch and looked up at the six-foot-four-inch scout but said nothing. “Sure, I will take the boy, Little Crow, and I’ll tell Colonel Sibley of your compassion.”
“It won’t stop him from trying to kill me or me from trying to kill him.”

Ryker did not comment to that. “I’ll also gladly return any other hostages you wish to release.”

“No, the rest are women and they are good sport for my warriors. I have to keep my fighting men’s spirits up, you know.”

“Do you know this one’s name?” Ryker asked, looking at the boy.

“If he has one I have not heard it. We just call him dummy.”

Bending down to eye level with the lad, Ryker put his hand on the boy’s shoulders and said gently, “What is your name, son?”

The boy looked into Ryker’s friendly eyes and studied him for several seconds. He appeared to try and speak, to form a word, a name, but no sound came to his lips so he looked down blankly at the ground. 
Ryker kept the boy at his side the next half hour as he prepared to depart Little Crow’s camp. During that time the boy still acted mute, almost trance-like, and Ryker wondered if he was really touched in the head or if witnessing the massacre of his family had traumatized him. When at last he departed, he was still on good terms with Little Crow and the two vowed to keep open communication as much as they were able.

 Little Crow knew Ryker would report his location to Colonel Sibley, but as the scout had put it, even a blind man could find him because of the path of death and destruction he left in his wake. The chieftain noted that Ryker did not question him about his plans and where he was moving to next, nor pressure him as to how many captives he had or anything like that. It was all information that could be gathered in other ways. The two men parted with honor.

It took Ryker four hours to return to the shoreline of the meandering Minnesota River with his young charge riding on the saddle behind him. Little Crow’s camp was set on the open prairie north of Nicollet and near Swan Lake, a large slough where there was plenty of water and game. He ruled the prairie for the time being with no one daring to hamper his movement so could camp where he pleased. Ryker saw a few Indian sentries about, but Little Crow had passed word that no harm was to come to him or the boy. By the time he reached St. Peter, the afternoon sun was low in the western sky. The boy sitting behind him said nothing the entire ride, but did cling to Ryker protectively as the cavalry steed worked its way around the ravines of the Minnesota River ever northward.

“Ryker, I was wondering if I’d have to send a detail out after you,” Colonel Sibley said as the scout rode into the makeshift post.

“No need to worry on that account,” Ryker said, dismounting. “Accomplished what I set out to do, and,” he lifted the young boy to the ground, “brought back this young hostage from Little Crow’s camp. “It was good of him to release the tadpole unharmed.”

Sibley could tell instantly that the lad was damaged. “Take this youngster over to the infirmary. He needs proper care, much more than we can provide here.”

“Yes sir, and if it is all right with you, I would like to look in on him later on.”

“Until we can move him that is fine, but within a few days I hope to have enough provisions to move upriver to New Ulm and west to Fort Ridgely.” Sibley motioned to the boy. “This one needs to be in an insane asylum, I’m afraid.”

Ryker did more than look in on the boy. When he took him to the infirmary the lad followed willingly enough, but when Ryker tried to leave him there, the youngster became fearful and clung to him as though his survival depended upon it. Still the lad did not speak. Ryker spoke to him softly and repeated several times that he would return shortly. The boy seemed to comprehend this and released his hold on Ryker, but stared after him anxiously as he left the infirmary ward that was set up in a vacant building in St. Peter.

Quickly cleaning up and stowing his trail gear, Ryker went to chow and ate hurriedly. Keeping his promise to the boy, he then hastened back to the infirmary. The boy was still looking toward the door from which the scout exited and sat up on the cot and smiled as Ryker entered. This was the first time Ryker saw the boy smile and it pleased him. A tray of food had been brought for him and he had been cleaned up and given clean clothing. Ryker sat on the cot next to him.

“You ain’t touched yer vittles there sonny,” he said, motioning to the hot beef sandwich and potatoes covered with gravy along with corn on the cob. “I et that same dinner over yonder to the mess tent a little bit ago. It’s real good.” He picked up a forkful of the repast and offered it to the boy who opened his mouth and tried some. As though something clicked inside him, the boy looked at the food then at Ryker and took the fork and began to eat ravenously. “Attaboy, that’s more like it. My friend Mess Sergeant Aloysius Bodine, you don’t know him because he’s down south now feedin’ our boys in the civil war, he’d be proud to see you eatin’ like this. I am too.”

Continuing to speak in a friendly voice, Ryker sensed that the boy relaxed a bit as the meal warmed his insides. When finished, the lad belched then grinned at Ryker.

“It’s the gravy what does that,” Ryker said. “You ought to hear me. I fart too. No, maybe you oughtn’t. I ain’t pleasant to be around when I get to tootin’.”

By this time the lad was giggling, and Ryker figured he’d struck a chord with the youngster. “It’s good to see you laugh after what you been through. Can you tell me your name now?”

The boy hesitated and thought a moment then stammered and haltingly whispered, Day-Davy, I mean, David Stewart, from near Hen-Henderson, dow-downriver.” As though shocked at hearing the sound of his own voice, he broke down and wept.

Ryker hugged young David Stewart and allowed the grief to spill forth from the traumatized youth. The floodgates opened and the words began to tumble forth from the boy’s mouth. They ended up talking far into the night, with David telling in detail how he had happened to go to the cellar of their farm home moments before the raid to fetch some potatoes for his mother. He heard the Indians ride up amidst their cries and war whoops and the firing of guns, and when he heard screams coming from upstairs, he climbed the steps and opened the cellar door just a crack. There he witnessed with horror the savage, bloody slaughter of his pregnant mother, his father, and his three older brothers as it took place right there in the kitchen. David didn’t remember going back down into the cellar. The next thing he recalled was being in the Sioux camp with Indians taunting him and poking at his private parts and scraping scalping knives across his forehead. He remembered looking around and having no idea where he was and being so scared that he could not speak, could not even scream, and was paralyzed into total inaction. He did not realize that this psychological defense mechanism was what saved his life.

As good fortune would have it, David Stewart was not doomed to life in the insane asylum. He fit in with hundreds of other refugees from the Indian massacre and went to live in St. Paul with Martha and James Stewart, an aunt and uncle on his father’s side. Although they adopted him and raised him as their own flesh and blood, he never forgot Ryker and considered him to be his hero. He resolved to join the horse soldiers when he was old enough to do so and as fate would have it, he and the scout ended up riding the same trails for many years thereafter. 

CHAPTER THREE

Sitting in the mess tent with Colonel Sibley, Colonel Crooks and the other officers, Ryker reported on his rendezvous with Little Crow and told of the atrocities he witnessed while he was in the field. 

“What made Little Crow do it, colonel? I mean, I know they’ve had tough times on the Rez and all, but shucks, the Dakotas have lived through tough times before. What finally brought them to this?” Ryker knew many of the answers to these questions, but he also had been told that Colonel Sibley was an elegant speaker and he liked to hear him talk. 

“In the first place,” Colonel Sibley began, “Little Crow and the Indian bands implicated had, under pressure, been induced to transfer, by treaty, in 1837 and again in 1851 to the United States Government, the possessory rights to all their immense lands both east and west of the Mississippi river.”

“Funny, ain’t it?” Ryker said. “That eighteen hundred and fifty-one Treaty of Traverse des Sioux was signed within spittin’ distance of where we now sit.” 

“That’s right,” Sibley replied. “Our Governor Ramsey was involved in the negotiations on that deal. So the natives by treaty gave up the possession to the lands that contained the graves of their fathers from time immemorial and consented to move onto a reservation where they would be protected from intrusion by the whites and generously provided for by the government, with all the instrumentalities required to render them happy, self-sustaining, and contented. In express terms, the treaties guaranteed that every promise made the Indians would be faithfully performed, and the solemnity of the obligation on the part of the government was emphasized. The Indians were intensely disappointed when they found themselves deceived and transferred from their magnificent country, a paradise on earth that abounded with forests and lakes which teemed with animal life and beautiful scenery unrivaled anywhere, to an open prairie from which the buffalo, elk, deer, and other game had been driven. There on the reservation they were forced to depend almost solely on the trader and the government for their daily bread. To aggravate this discontent, the provisions of the treaties were basely disregarded, appropriations by Congress for specific purposes were criminally merged into a general fund, annuities frequently suspended in whole or in part upon the slightest pretext by the Indian Bureau, and payments deferred for months after their maturity, thereby causing great suffering to these wards of a great nation false to its own promises and to its trust.”

“Had an inkling of that but I never heard it explained all the way through,” Ryker lied.

“That’s just the background. There’s more.”

“Is that what touched them off just now?” 

“That’s correct,” Sibley replied. “These past summer months, Indian Agent Galbraith, the same man who now commands the troops at Fort Ridgely against these same Indians, called for an assemblage, at three distinct times, of nearly seven thousand men, women, and children from the Yellow Medicine and the Redwood Agency Reservations with the expectation that money, food, and clothing due them would be forthcoming, as he had been so advised by the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in Washington. Each time the poor wretches gathered, they were doomed to bitter disappointment, for the promised goods were not delivered as promised. Meanwhile, the supply of eatables in the Agency storehouses had been exhausted, and the piteous appeal for food, so humiliating to the Indian’s spirit, and the cry of the women and children were made in vain. The begging and the buffalo dances brought nothing. Apart from other grievances, this state of affairs was enough to drive the warriors to desperation. They started with the Acton murders of a few white settlers on August the 17th, after which they returned to the main camp at the Redwood and Yellow Medicine Agencies and frankly admitted their crime, imploring their kindred to protect them from arrest and punishment and make common cause with them against the whites. The next night, the warriors, constituting the supreme authority of the bands, assembled to the number of 150, formed the plan, took the oath of destruction which they so faithfully executed on the 18th and 19th. As you know, it was an epoch of the most inhuman and remorseless butchery ever enacted upon the American continent. But remember, Ryker, that there was nothing left for the Indians to do. Their wives and children were dead or dying for want of food. They were to die themselves, or exact, even at the cost of their own lives, a fire-lit, vengeful, bloody, and brutal atonement for all the wrongs inflicted upon them. And with the nation embroiled in the civil war, the time was opportune. ‘Time, at last, makes all things even.’ As for Little Crow, he was but the conduit. If it hadn’t been him, someone else would have taken his place.”

“You feel strongly about this, don’t you sir,” Ryker said.

“Yes I do.”

“So do I, because I’m half Chippewa Indian, you know.”

“With your red hair? I never would have guessed it. Figured you to be a Swede.”

“Yah-shure, by golly, you betcha,” Ryker said, laughing. “Lots of folks mistake me for a Swede, but I’m half Indian and half British.”

“Which half is which?”

“Huh?”

“You said you were half Indian and half British.” Sibley winked at his officers. “Which half is which?”

“Aw, colonel sir,” Ryker said, “now you’re a-funnin’ me. But I guess the right answer to your question is that I’m white on the outside and Indian on the inside.”

Sibley studied the scout seriously for a moment. “That’s an interesting observation.” He adjusted his hat and slapped at a mosquito. “Anyway, when it comes to this war, even though I understand where Little Crow and the others get their rage, I cannot condone it. They are killing innocent Minnesotans who had no part in creating the injustices against them.”

“Yup, and if it comes right down to it in battle, I will shoot to kill Little Crow myself even though we go way back together. He knows that too.”

“For the time being at least, maybe you’d best stay out of his camp until I can establish communication with that old renegade.” 

“Probably a good idea,” Ryker replied. “The way things are heatin’ up, don’t know that he could guarantee my safe passage even if I was to venture in there unless I was under a flag of truce.”

The very next day, Colonel Sibley sent for his scout. “I want you to lead reinforcements to Colonel Flandrau at New Ulm. They’re having a tough go of it there on account of Little Crow.”

“I’ll be ready to head out directly,” Ryker said. “New Ulm’s upriver about twenty miles or so to the south of Mankato. Ought to make it in a couple, three days or so. We’ll follow the shoreline up.”

“Good idea,” Sibley said. “Stay off the prairie. You have nowhere to hide out on the flat ground.”

“Know it. If we went on the prairie with our small detail, we’d be ambushed for sure and never make it to New Ulm.”

Within the hour, Ryker and Colonel Crooks were at the head of a column of infantry of the Sixth Minnesota heading southwest toward New Ulm. They followed the Minnesota River as Ryker said, but the going was slow because of the rough terrain. Ryker advanced alone several times to scout out the various ravines and draws leading down to the river, for there was ample cover there to hide marauding Indians. About midway between Mankato and New Ulm, the force came to yet another long draw. 

“I’ll check it out sir,” Ryker said. “This won’t take long.” So saying, he dismounted and moved quickly to the east side of the draw.

Colonel Crooks rested his hands on his saddle pommel and nodded toward Ryker, smiling. “Our scout can really move for such a large man,” he said to his aide, Major Hiram Bailey. 

“That he can,” Bailey replied, watching as the buckskin-clad Ryker scurried deftly toward the draw. “You’d never guess him to be that agile from the size of him.”

“Yeah, he’s a big drink of water to be sure, but Ryker’s amazed me before. We’re darn lucky he is on our side and not fighting with Little Crow.”

“I know he’s got feelings for them,” Bailey said. “I just hope he doesn’t let those feelings get in the way of his duty.”

 Crooks looked seriously at Bailey. “You don’t have to fret about that. Ryker is as loyal as the day is long.”

Ryker reached the top of the draw and disappeared down the other side. Several moments later the officers next saw him appear at the foot of the draw scarcely 200 feet ahead of the column. He motioned to them to come forward as all was clear. “Good,” Crooks said, raising his arm to signal his troops to advance. “We ought to reach New Ulm by mid-day tomorrow.” 

The commander was right. At noon the next day he led the troops of the Sixth Minnesota into New Ulm, a German town of settlers and immigrants that sprawled along the east bank of the Minnesota River.  The settlement had been ransacked by Little Crow and 600 braves and left with only 25 homes still standing. The detachment bivouacked in the center of what remained of the town, allowing the troops to rest from the forced march form St. Peter, to help care for the injured, and to bury the dead. All about them was carnage, smoldering ruins of what once were houses and business buildings. Corpses, many of them mutilated, were strewn everywhere. The screams of the survivors filled the air and drowned out the moans and cries of the widowed and orphaned. After assisting with the gruesome tasks for several hours, Ryker approached Colonel Crooks with a request. 

“I’d like to look around, sir. There’s a brewery on the Cottonwood River on the other side of town. Some friends of mine run it. I’d like to check it out and make sure they are okay.”

The Schells Brewery,” Colonel Crooks said. “August Schell and his men make a fine German beer.”

“I’ll bring some back for the men, sir. That is, if Little Crow hasn’t burned the place to the ground.”

A half hour later, Ryker approached the brewery and was amazed to see it was still standing. It looked like nothing had been touched. “Good day, Theresa,” he said, shaking hands with the amiable wife of August Schell, the brewmaster. 

“Why, if it isn’t Toby Ryker,” Mrs. Schell exclaimed. “You haven’t been down this way since heck was a pup.” 

“Not since the wedding of the Wilfahrts. They sure know how to throw a shinding.”

“Yes, we hosted that reception. We sold a lot of beer to the wedding party that day. That is, when they weren’t too busy dancing the polka. When are we going to host a wedding for you, Toby?”

“Doubt that will happen. I still have Big Faye in St. Paul, but I don’t think I’d make much of a father. Too footloose; want to stay on the move.”

“A man should have a family. You need someone to carry on the Ryker family name.”

“You have a point there. I’m all what’s left of my line. Had a brother and two sisters, but they all died of the smallpox back in eighteen and twenty-seven. I caught it too but I was too ornery to die, although I still carry the pox marks.” Ryker sighed. “Maybe some day.”

“When that some day comes, we’ll host you,” she said, handing him a beer.

“Much obliged,” he hoisted the beer in a toast to Mrs. Schell, “on both counts. Say, has Little Crow done any damage out here?”

“Not a bit. They let us be.”

“Well I’ll be hornschwaggled! How’d you get so dang lucky?

“Little Crow and the Sioux have no quarrel with us,” Mrs. Schell said. “It’s the government starving them to death that they are rebelling against. Whenever they come here hungry, we always share what food we have with them and they respect us for it. This isn’t Little Crow’s fault, Toby.”

“I know that. The government hasn’t honored the terms of the treaty with the Dakotas.” Ryker finished the last of the beer and belched. “Sorry, Theresa. Say, I know some troopers back in town who would love some of this brew.”

“Head on down to the plant and August will give you a couple kegs.”

“Much obliged again.” Ryker headed toward the brewery building and upon his arrival saw that August Schell was busy bottling his latest batch of Schells beer.

“Hi Toby,” August said. “I thought that was you I saw up to the house.”

“Yup, come to town with the infantry. We’re on the trail of Little Crow.” 

“They caused us no harm.” 

“That’s what Theresa said. Say, would you mind taking some brew up to the troops? I’ll pay for it and they’d sure appreciate a chance to wet their whistles. They’re camped in town.”

“Will do, but I won’t charge you for it. Let’s just say it’s a donation to our Minnesota soldiers courtesy of the Schell’s Brewing Company.” He motioned toward town. “Have you been through New Ulm yet?”

“Parts of it I have.”

“I hear tell there isn’t much left. I haven’t gone to town yet.” 

“Plan to ride back through the rest of it before I return to the bivouac,” Ryker replied. “I need to report to Colonel Crooks what happened here.”

“Well, don’t make yourself a stranger, you big old weiner schnitzel.”

“I’ll try not to, but with this war on with the Dakotas, heaven knows when I’ll be through here again. Take care of yourself and keep the wind to your back, you old eselhengst.”

“Jackass!” August said, laughing. “Well Toby Ryker, aren’t you the one! Where’d you learn that German word?”

“That’s what your neighbors in town are calling Little Crow, or was that you they were talking about, August? I forget.” The two men feigned boxing with each other a moment or two then Ryker shook hands with Brewmaster Schell and headed toward the townsite of New Ulm.

Ryker entertained pleasant thoughts about the honor of Little Crow and the warriors after seeing that they had spared the Schells, but upon entering New Ulm again coming from the direction he was, the scout was shocked at what he saw. Several more homesteads were destroyed by fire. There was death and destruction everywhere with countless corpses rotting in the sun. When he approached the smoldering ruins of New Ulm, he felt bad for the Germans because they certainly didn’t deserve to die like this. He stopped and offered what condolences he could to the survivors of the attack and assured them that troops and reinforcements were on the way. He said that Little Crow and his renegades would be hunted down and that they would pay dearly for this. It wasn’t a great deal of comfort to the survivors however. They responded little and moved listlessly about the task of burying their dead.

 When Ryker noticed that Christ had been hung in effigy outside a church, it made him angry. Why did Little Crow have to stoop to this? His face hardened as he looked upon the desecration. Although he counted Little Crow as an honorable chieftain, he had gone too far this time. Ryker resolved then and there to do all in his power to halt the Indian, to bring him to justice, and to end this senseless slaughter. 

Back at the bivouac, Ryker reported his findings to Colonel Crooks and to Colonel Frandrau, the latter being a Judge who came to the defense of the town. Hoping that the troops at Fort Ridgely could fend off any further attacks for a few days, the two officers determined that the Sixth Minnesota regulars would return to St. Peter as they were too late to save New Ulm anyway. From there, as soon as Colonel Sibley could join them with adequate supplies and reinforcements, they planned to conduct a forced march to the relief of Fort Ridgely. 

Of great concern to Colonel Crooks was the fact that right now the entire river valley to the north was at risk from Little Crow. Could he be stopped or would he move north up the river? Mankato, St. Peter, Henderson, which had already been attacked, Belle Plaine and all the homesteads in between were at risk. The western frontier was virtually unprotected also, clear up to Fort Abercrombie and beyond. 

Hearing a wail coming from the infirmary tent, Ryker turned and saw a young fellow wearing a lawman’s badge sitting on the edge of a cot. “What’s wrong with him? He doesn’t look injured.” 

“It’s his mind that is injured,” Colonel Crooks said. “The men found him on the edge of town sitting on the ground by a burned out cabin. John McQuiston is his name. He’s a deputy marshal. His wife and children were killed and their cabin burned. They were tortured and mutilated. When he came upon the sight, he lost his mind with grief.”

“Understandable,” Ryker said. “The poor man. What will happen to him?”

“Likely he will have to be committed to a hospital for the insane unless he gets lucky and comes around.” 

Ryker looked at the man again and watched as a medic led him away. “The poor devil. This will haunt him for life.”

“That it will.” Colonel Crooks headed toward his command tent while Ryker shook his head. 

The troops, after enjoying some fine Schells beer, prepared to break camp and start the trek back to St. Peter. The same route was taken north up the river as had been taken south to New Ulm and it was again slow going. This time, there were a couple of skirmishes with the Indians along the way, but few casualties were suffered on either side. The Dakotas still held the plains with Little Crow leading some 1200 warriors who raped and pillaged and murdered the whites at will. It appeared that no one could stop their advance and that the Indians were determined to wreak their own special style of vengeance upon the helpless Minnesota homesteaders. 

Upon their arrival two days later at St. Peter, Colonel Sibley had matters well in hand. He had amassed troops and volunteers and armament 1400 strong, and set up a soup kitchen as well to feed the victims of the massacre who continued to straggle in. It angered him to the point of rage at what had occurred at New Ulm; he felt frustrated and helpless that he couldn’t provide assistance in time to save the town. At a meeting with his aides and top battlefield officers that evening, the decision was made to march on to Fort Ridgely the very next day and continue from there west along the river, where it appeared the heaviest concentration of Little Crow’s warriors were camped.

Ryker, who attended the briefing with the officers, returned to his tent that evening, suddenly weary with the weight of the fighting and all the death he had witnessed. Part of him was still loyal to the Sioux because he knew what they had endured, but part of him was also angry at what Little Crow and his warriors had done to the pioneers. As he lay on his cot, he tried to put everything in perspective, to maintain a balance when all about him was out of balance. The words of his mother that Little Crow was not to be trusted came back to him. You be careful around him. If you can put a bullet in his head, do it.

 As he drifted off into a fitful sleep, visions of death came to him. Maybe even he would die on the battlefield! He had not considered such a thing until now, but as vengeful as Little Crow was, it loomed as a distinct possibility. Ryker knew that when it came right down to it, Little Crow himself would kill him if he ventured into the way of his wrath. He realized that there was no recourse but to fight Little Crow with all the zeal that he had, for the Indian had nothing to loose and would fight to the death rather than surrender to Colonel Sibley even if such an alternative were possible. Hate begets hate and festers as an infected wound and the only end to this slaughter was the destruction of those Sioux who had declared war on the Minnesotans. Their time was past, their way of life destroyed, and any coups they achieved would be fleeting, for Minnesota was now a state. They couldn’t destroy the entire state, and in the end, their victories would be shallow and meaningless, for their culture could never overpower the culture of Minnesota. How sad it was. 

